1. Introduction {#s0005}
===============

Measles is a significant contributor to child mortality, with 114,900 measles deaths reported worldwide in 2014 [@b0005]. Although the World Health Organization (WHO) African Region has committed to measles elimination by 2020 as part of the Global Vaccine Action Plan (GVAP) [@b0010], a number of large outbreaks have recently occurred in sub-Saharan Africa. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the 2010--2013 measles epidemic persisted in light of emergency vaccination campaigns, causing 140,000 cases and 3000 deaths [@b0015], mostly impacting children less than five years of age [@b0020].

Measles vaccination is considered to be one of the most cost-effective public health interventions [@b0025]. Due to the highly contagious nature of the disease, 89--94% of the population must be immunized in order to halt measles transmission [@b0030], [@b0035]. Unvaccinated individuals and vaccinated individuals who fail to mount an immune response are susceptible to measles [@b0040], and the secondary attack rate in families is approximately 90% [@b0045]. Because control and elimination require extremely high levels of vaccination coverage, planning and implementing an effective measles immunization program is critical [@b0035].

New WHO guidance states that all countries should include a second routine dose of measles vaccine (measles containing vaccine 2 (MCV2)), regardless of national coverage level of the first dose (measles containing vaccine 1 (MCV1)) [@b0050], [@b0055]. Measles vaccine effectiveness is 84% when administered at 9 months of age and 93% when administered to children older than 12 months [@b0060]. Measles-endemic areas such as DRC should provide routine vaccinations to children at 9 months and 12--15 months of age, with MCV2 given to protect children not developing immunity after MCV1 [@b0035]. To date, DRC has not implemented this recommendation and is considered "significantly off-track" to meet measles elimination goals by 2020 [@b0065]. In 2015, MCV1 coverage in the African Region was 74%, while MCV2 coverage was only 18% [@b0070]. DRC reported 79% national coverage for the first dose of measles vaccination in 2015, and in 2016, the reported incidence of confirmed measles cases was 6.0 per 100,000, more than double the WHO African Region incidence of 2.7 per 100,000 [@b0055].

Because significant progress in national vaccination coverage levels requires high quality vaccination reporting, both improved reporting of measles vaccination coverage and a tailored and targeted approach are required to effectively reach DRC's diverse and geographically dispersed population. This study reports measles vaccination coverage, identifies predictors of vaccination, and describes disparities in vaccine documentation by geographic area among children participating in the 2013--2014 DRC Demographic and Health Survey (DHS).

2. Methods {#s0010}
==========

The 2013--2014 Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) took place from November 2013 to February 2014, and is a nationally representative survey based on a stratified two-stage cluster design, with the first stage consisting of Enumeration Area (EA) formation and the second of sampling households from each EA [@b0075], [@b0080], [@b0085], [@b0090]. In the first stage, a stratified sample of geographic locations, or clusters (n = 540) were selected with proportional probability according to size. Complete listings of households were created within each cluster, and households were selected with equal probability (n = 9000). Within these households, 18,827 women ages 15--49 and 8656 men ages 15--59 in 50% of selected households were interviewed. Children 6--59 months of age in households from which men were selected were eligible to participate.

Vaccination was reported in three ways. At the time of interview, if mothers possessed a vaccination card provided by a health care worker (HCW) indicating the date the child was vaccinated for measles, this was considered a "dated card" report. If mothers possessed a vaccination card that was marked to indicate measles vaccine was administered, but lacked a date, this was considered a "marked card" report. Finally, if mothers either did not have a card or could not provide a card at the time of interview, yet reported the child had been vaccinated for measles, this was considered a "maternal recall" report.

2.1. Statistical analysis {#s0015}
-------------------------

DHS sampling weights were included to account for population sampling methods. There were 7350 children 6--59 months with vaccination data available and 6947 children with all covariates of interest (5.5% missing). Wald chi-square analyses were performed on the weighted sample to assess the sociodemographic differences by vaccination report. Due to increased reliability of recorded data, primary statistical analyses were limited to vaccinated reports via dated card versus the unvaccinated (n = 2830). Potential predictors of vaccination were assessed via univariate and multivariate logistic regression. To incorporate variables capturing health disparities within our sample, we examined social determinants of health [@b0095], [@b0100]. We dichotomized key variables to compare the most disadvantaged to the rest of the population. Specifically, we compared the poorest to all others in our sample, those severely (chronically) malnourished (defined by WHO standards [@b0085]) versus all others, and mothers having no versus any education. Additionally, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) and the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) identified the five (old) provinces with the highest levels of human displacement in 2014, most (98%) of which was conflict-related [@b0105], [@b0110]. We compared those living in these provinces (Katanga, Maniema, Nord-kivu, Orientale, and Sud-kivu) versus those living elsewhere. As a sensitivity analysis, the regression model was rerun for children reporting vaccination via maternal recall versus the unvaccinated (n = 6048).

To assess spatial distribution of vaccination report type, maps by (new) province were created. Because 16% of vaccinated children in the overall sample possessed dated cards, we examined whether provinces had levels at or above 16%, between \>0 and 15%, or if they had no dated card reports (0%).

The survey was completed on paper questionnaires, and all data were double entered to an electronic format via the Census and Survey Processing System (U.S. Census Bureau, ICF Macro) and compared for accuracy. All analyses were performed using SAS software, Version 9.4 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC), and maps were generated using ArcGIS software version 9.3 (ESRI, Redlands, CA). Ethical approval was obtained at UCLA Fielding School of Public Health, the Kinshasa School of Public Health and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. As children were younger than the standard age of assent, the parent or guardian of participating children provided consent on the child's behalf.

3. Results {#s0020}
==========

There were 2058 (30%) children unvaccinated and 4889 (70%) vaccinated for measles (*data not shown*). Among those reporting vaccination, 773 (16%) reported via dated card, 3990 (82%) via maternal recall, and 126 (3%) via marked card. Vaccination report type varied by age, with older children more likely to report vaccination via maternal recall, and also varied by residence, wealth index, and province ([Table 1](#t0005){ref-type="table"}). Among children with recorded date of vaccination, 101/773 (13%) were vaccinated at less than 9 months of age, 567/773 (73%) were vaccinated between 9 and \<12 months of age, and 105/773 (14%) were vaccinated at 12 months of age or greater (*data not shown*).Table 1Vaccination by basic demographics among children 6--59 months of age (weighted).VariablenDated card%Marked card%Maternal recall%Unvaccinated%p-value[a](#tblfn1){ref-type="table-fn"}*Age (months)*6--11826628811561960073\<.000112--23157823915453788505063224--351595219143121005633402136--47149212382721007673352248--591457130915110357127719*Sex*Male3467371116222012581022290.7951Female347840112642197857103530*Residence*Urban21193461637212365850024\<.0001Rural48294279902275457155832*Wealth Index*[b](#tblfn2){ref-type="table-fn"}Poorest15447753528445558838\<.0001Poorer161714792729015654234Middle1390164121617965741430Wealthier1306171133027846032125Wealthiest1092214201926666119318*Severe stunting*[c](#tblfn3){ref-type="table-fn"}Yes16781621036299559485290.2924No526761112882299557157330*Conflict area*Yes262140415512146056742280.0743No43263689752253159131630*Province*[d](#tblfn4){ref-type="table-fn"}Kinshasa4851052251301627415\<.0001Kwango35731952233658825Kwilu5672242243846813925Mai-Ndombe313196\-\-\-\-\--210678427Kongo Central3093913103190627023Equateur21155262193446129Mongala2260000139628638Nord-Ubangi10633\-\-\-\-\--80752322Sud-Ubangi329134931755313240Tshuapa13822\-\-\-\-\--78565842Kasai23521910123529038Kasai-Central3035719621324410836Kasai-Oriental27927101351344810538Lomami33993202066112236Sankuru130111053417658Haut-Katanga30126941197657425Haut-Lomami165752177477948Lualaba12212105448395747Tanganyka13732\-\-\-\-\--48358663Maniema235104\-\-\-\-\--135579038Nord-Kivu54917832112277508315Bas-Uele14864\-\-\-\-\--102694027Haut-Uele104772266632928Ituri18095158115644123Tshopo156533281526743Sud-Kivu5221052082313609618Total observations[e](#tblfn5){ref-type="table-fn"}6947[^1][^2][^3][^4][^5]

Limiting vaccination reports to children possessing dated card (excluding "maternal recall" and "marked card" reports), univariate analyses ([Table 2](#t0010){ref-type="table"}) revealed that increasing age (by month) was predictive of having received measles vaccination (OR = 1.02, 95% CI: 1.01, 1.03), as was being firstborn, having a mother with at least primary education, being wealthier, living in an urban area, and living in a province experiencing high levels of conflict-related displacement. In the multivariate model limited to urban residence, similar trends were seen, with the exception of a negative association among the most malnourished children (OR = 0.4, 95% CI: 0.2, 0.6), and a greater predictive association among urban children with educated mothers (OR = 4.1, 95% CI: 1.6, 10.7). Limiting observations to rural residence revealed no association with severe chronic malnutrition or maternal education, and increased odds of vaccination for wealthier children (OR = 2.9, 95% CI: 1.9, 4.4) and those in conflict areas (OR = 2.1, 95% CI: 1.3, 3.4).Table 2Predictors of measles vaccination among children 9--59 months of age (report via dated card only).VariableUnadjusted[a](#tblfn6){ref-type="table-fn"} OR and 95% CIAdjusted[b](#tblfn7){ref-type="table-fn"} OR and 95% CI (Urban)Adjusted[c](#tblfn8){ref-type="table-fn"} OR and 95% CI (Rural)Age (months)**1.02 (1.01, 1.03)1.03 (1.02, 1.04)1.02 (1.01, 1.03)***Sex*MaleRefRefRefFemale1.1 (0.8, 1.3)1.0 (0.7, 1.4)1.2 (0.8, 1.7)*Chronic malnutrition*[d](#tblfn9){ref-type="table-fn"}NoRefRefRefYes0.9 (0.6, 1.1)**0.4 (0.2, 0.6)**1.2 (0.9, 1.6)*Birth order*[e](#tblfn10){ref-type="table-fn"}FirstbornRefRefRefNon-firstborn**0.7 (0.5, 0.9)0.5 (0.3, 0.7)**0.9 (0.5, 1.5)*Mother\'s education*No educationRefRefRefPrimary or higher**1.6 (1.0, 2.6)4.1 (1.6, 10.7)**1.2 (0.8, 2.0)*Residence*UrbanRef\-\-\-\-\--Rural**0.4 (0.3, 0.6)**\-\-\-\-\--*Wealth Index*PoorestRefRefRefWealthier**3.6 (2.6, 5.2)**1.8 (0.6, 5.3)**2.9 (1.9, 4.4)***Conflict area*NoRefRefRefYes**1.6 (1.1, 2.3)**1.3 (0.8, 2.1)**2.1 (1.3, 3.4)**[^6][^7][^8][^9][^10][^11]

In sensitivity analyses limiting vaccination to those reporting via maternal recall (versus unvaccinated), univariate analyses ([Table 3](#t0015){ref-type="table"}) revealed trends similar to the main regression model, but with fewer statistically significant estimates (birth order, conflict area) and a general decrease in estimate magnitude. In the multivariate model limited to urban residence, similar trends were seen, but most estimates were not statistically significant. Chronic malnutrition retained its significant negative association, but decreased in magnitude (OR = 0.6, 95% CI: 0.4, 0.8). Limiting observations to rural residence, only increasing age and wealthier children (OR = 1.3, 95% CI: 1.1, 1.7) demonstrated a predictive association with vaccination.Table 3Predictors of measles vaccination among children 6--59 months of age (report via maternal recall only).VariableUnadjusted[a](#tblfn11){ref-type="table-fn"} OR and 95% CIAdjusted[b](#tblfn12){ref-type="table-fn"} OR and 95% CI (Urban)Adjusted[c](#tblfn13){ref-type="table-fn"} OR and 95% CI (Rural)Age (months)**1.05 (1.0, 1.1)1.1 (1.0, 1.1)1.04 (1.04, 1.05)***Sex*MaleRefRefRefFemale0.97 (0.8, 1.1)0.95 (0.7, 1.2)0.95 (0.8, 1.1)*Chronic malnutrition*[d](#tblfn14){ref-type="table-fn"}NoRefRefRefYes1.1 (0.9, 1.3)**0.6 (0.4, 0.8)**1.0 (0.8, 1.3)*Birth order*[e](#tblfn15){ref-type="table-fn"}FirstbornRefRefRefNon-firstborn1.1 (0.9, 1.3)0.9 (0.6, 1.2)1.1 (0.9, 1.4)*Mother\'s education*No educationRefRefRefPrimary or higher**1.4 (1.1, 1.7)**1.7 (0.9, 3.4)1.3 (0.99, 1.7)*Residence*UrbanRef\-\-\-\-\--Rural**0.7 (0.6, 0.9)**\-\-\-\-\--*Wealth Index*PoorestRefRefRefWealthier**1.5 (1.2, 1.8)**1.3 (0.6, 2.8)**1.3 (1.1, 1.7)***Conflict area*NoRefRefRefYes1.0 (0.8, 1.3)1.2 (0.8, 1.8)1.0 (0.8, 1.4)[^12][^13][^14][^15][^16]

Mapping the percentage of vaccination reports via dated card at the (new) provincial level revealed different patterns in urban versus rural areas ([Fig. 1](#f0005){ref-type="fig"}). As previously mentioned, within the overall sample, 16% of vaccinated children reported immunization via dated card. In urban areas, 14/26 (54%) provinces reported 16% or more reports came from dated vaccination cards, while only 4/25 (16%) provinces in rural areas reported 16% or higher levels of dated card report. Because Kinshasa province has no rural areas designated in the DHS, it is not counted as a rural province when stratifying by residence, and as such, only 25 rural provinces exist.Fig. 1Percentage of children reported vaccination via dated card among all report types, stratified by urban (upper panel) versus rural (lower panel) residence. Among the entire sample, 16% of vaccinated children reported data via dated card.

4. Discussion {#s0025}
=============

Reported MCV coverage estimates are too low to effectively halt measles transmission. More troubling, however, is that national or regional reports may mask underlying population disparities, particularly regarding wealth index and urban versus rural residence [@b0115]. Younger children, rural children in the poorest wealth quintile, severely stunted urban children, urban children with uneducated mothers, and non-firstborn urban children were less likely to receive measles vaccination. Documentation of immunization is also inadequate, with rural children less frequently possessing a dated vaccination card compared to urban children at the provincial level.

Vaccination coverage and data quality are linked. As such, progress in measles coverage and schedule adherence cannot be reliably assessed without improvements in data quality. Approximately one third of children under 5 years remain unvaccinated, and of those vaccinated, 83% of reports are via maternal recall. Although information bias from recall reporting could result in either an over- or underestimate of vaccination, recall is generally considered a less reliable source of information than dated vaccination card [@b0120]. Ensuring that children receive vaccinations according to recommended schedules is important as well.

Records of routine immunization should be improved in order to produce more accurate coverage estimates [@b0125], and tracking deviations from the vaccine schedule via dated records is of critical importance as age at vaccination can affect immune response [@b0130]. Particularly in light of the new WHO MCV2 recommendations, dated records are needed to assess vaccine administration for all DRC children. Priority must be given not only to improving vaccination coverage, but also to recording vaccinations in a consistent and accurate manner. An increase in dated, HCW-recorded vaccination data could aid in identifying the greatest areas of need and so more effectively drive immunization programming and policy.

An immunization program targeting the most disadvantaged and difficult to reach children can improve measles coverage and control at a national level, and this requires careful identification of children with the least access to health care. This method has been demonstrated in DRC and elsewhere by WHO's Reach Every District (RED) component to reach all target populations, including under-served and difficult to reach communities, in efforts to increase access to health services [@b0135], [@b0140]. Further, because predictors of vaccination can affect urban children differently than rural children, residence should be taken into account when identifying children of greatest need. In countries where such population disparities exist, the fastest increases in overall measles vaccination coverage have occurred when coverage is improved among the poorest [@b0145] and most geographically remote [@b0095].

Conflict has been a source of health disparity in affected areas in DRC; as of 2016, there have been over 2.2 million internally displaced people (IDP), primarily due to armed conflict or related reasons [@b0105], [@b0150]. Our findings revealed that residing in a province experiencing displacement due to conflict was predictive of vaccination. One reason for this could be the increased number of aid workers in these regions to provide such services. This is consistent with other recently published studies showing that reactive campaigns in high-risk areas, such as those led by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), tend to improve vaccination coverage levels and records [@b0155], [@b0160]. Because conflict has played a major role in the recent history of DRC, further research is warranted to determine how best to incorporate the impact of conflict on health in DRC, and subsequently, how to develop an appropriate programmatic response.

Logistic and infrastructural limitations within the DRC health care delivery system itself also contribute to inadequate vaccination coverage. Clinics may be short-staffed, lack regular vaccine deliveries and may not possess equipment or have consistent electricity/generators needed to adequately maintain the cold chain [@b0165], [@b0170]. Moreover, unreliable cold chain, coupled with an SIA time restriction of five days are problematic, as such limitations may preclude these campaigns effectively reaching children in remote locations [@b0165]. Finally, coverage estimates can be unreliable, with administrative reports differing from supplementary immunization activity (SIA) data and that of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as MSF [@b0155], [@b0165], underscoring the need for high quality, reliable data.

Strengths of this study include a large, nationally representative sample, and availability of dated vaccination card and georeferenced data. To address concern of vaccination misclassification, we limited statistical analyses to vaccinations reported via dated card, increasing confidence in vaccination data. Limitations include lack of individual-level data for measles immunization campaigns, resulting in potentially more children vaccinated than our data indicate. Additionally, although the availability of dated vaccination cards strengthened our analysis, a minority of children who reported measles vaccination possessed these cards, and these children differed from children reporting via maternal recall. To mitigate this issue, we performed a sensitivity analysis with the same regression model, limited to children reporting vaccination via maternal recall (versus unvaccinated). Finally, measuring the association of conflict with measles vaccination was challenging, and our assessment of provinces experiencing displacement due to conflict may not have captured the true impact of conflict on vaccination services.

To summarize, results of this study indicate three main areas of need in DRC's immunization program. Most importantly, there is a need for increased vaccination coverage and better adherence to vaccination schedules. Next, improved data quality is needed to better assess progress in vaccination coverage. Finally, a tailored approach must be developed for DRC that targets the most disadvantaged and underserved children. Incorporating these three components into future vaccination strategies for DRC may be key to bettering national vaccination coverage levels that lead to improved measles control.
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[^1]: Wald chi-square test.

[^2]: Wealth index is the Demographic and Health Survey composite measure of a household\'s cumulative living standard. Based on household ownership of previously selected assets, and utilizing principal components analysis, households are placed within one of five quintiles.

[^3]: Severe stunting as defined by the NCHS/CDC/WHO international references standard for height/age SD.

[^4]: Wald chi-square for province does not include "marked on card" group due to empty cells.

[^5]: Unweighted total observations = 7107.

[^6]: Bolding indicates a statistically significant estimate at a significance level of 0.05.

[^7]: Univariate analyses, among children with dated measles vaccination card versus unvaccinated (n = 2830).

[^8]: Adjusted for all predictors in table, among urban residents (n = 845).

[^9]: Adjusted for all predictors in table, among rural residents (n = 1985).

[^10]: Chronic malnutrition (according to NCHS/CDC/WHO international references standard for height/age SD).

[^11]: Birth order ranges from firstborn to 15th-born.

[^12]: Univariate analyses, among children with maternal recall report versus unvaccinated (n = 6048).

[^13]: Adjusted for all predictors in table, among urban residents (n = 1736).

[^14]: Adjusted for all predictors in table, among rural residents (n = 4312).

[^15]: Chronic malnutrition (according to NCHS/CDC/WHO international references standard for height/age SD).

[^16]: Birth order ranges from firstborn to 15th-born.
